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NATURALISM, LITERARY HISTORY, AND THE
STORY OF A COUNTRY TOWN
Steve Wiegenstein
Drury
 
College
Edgar Watson Howe’s place in the edifice of American literature 
is 
secure. It is a small place, one we might describe as a bottom shelf of
 a back kitchen closet, a sealed box marked “Early Agrarian Realists.”
 Howe’s The Story of a Country 
Town
 usually merits a line or two in  
American literary histories, although some books ignore it entirely.
 Those authors who do mention it tend toward adjective triads such as
 “dour, lean, savage” or “stark, grim, unrelieved” and describe it as an
 opening shot in the revolt against the village, a primitive precursor of
 naturalism, for its portrait of the drab monotony of Midwest farm life
 and its sporadically deterministic 
view
 of character.1 The  admiration of  
Clemens, Howells, and Garland for Country Town has received almost
 as much critical attention as the novel itself.2
There is reason for the novel’s being thus pigeonholed and
 
dismissed; its faults are as visible as its strengths. But here I should
 like to reexamine The Story of a Country Town in an attempt to
 revise—slightly—its
 
place in  our  literary  tradition, for  to read  the novel  
merely as a clumsy forerunner of future novels is to overlook its own
 unique
 
qualities.
A brief plot summary for those unfamiliar with the book: The
 novel’s narrator and hero is
 
Ned Westlock, who recounts his childhood  
in the drab farm community of Fairview. Ned’s father, a minister, is a
 silent, brooding, discontented man; his mother 
is
 timid and withdrawn.  
Ned’s only friends, both close to his own 
age,
 are his uncle, Jo Erring,  
who lives with him on the farm, and
 
his schoolteacher, Agnes Deming.  
Ned’s father decides to sell the 
farm
 and move to the nearby town of  
Twin Mounds to edit a newspaper, 
so
 he apprentices Jo to a kindly but  
mysterious miller. The move does not alleviate the father’s discontent,
 however, and one night he runs away with the church organist. In fine
 melodramatic fashion, Ned’s mother pines away and dies; the father
 returns that
 
very night, sobs in repentance at the foot  of the  coffin for  a  
few minutes, and then disappears into the darkness. Meanwhile, Jo has
 also become a discontented 
man;
 although he has married and grown  
successful, he is tormented by 
the
 fixation that his wife still loves her  
first boyfriend—indeed, he believes that
 
no one truly loves anyone but  
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his or her first love. He divorces his wife, murders his imaginary rival,
 
and hangs himself in jail while awaiting trial. His wife likewise pines
 away and dies. Only Ned’s story ends happily; he marries Agnes, the
 mysterious miller reveals himself to be Agnes’s long-lost father, and
 the three of them settle into a life of peace and prosperity in Twin
 Mounds.
The story, then, reveals two layers. On one level is the narration
 
of Ned, who rises from an unhappy childhood to wealth and
 contentment
 
as Benton County’s prominent  landowner. On another are  
two subplots, tragedies both, stories of two men whose character flaws
 lead them to ruin. Critics who emphasize the proto-naturalistic
 elements of The Story of a Country Town tend to concentrate on the
 subplots, for it is there that the prefigurations of naturalism can be
 seen.3 The story of Ned, on the other hand, is more a Dickensian
 success story à la David Copperfield 
than
 a Zola-style  catastrophe.
Howe salts both subplots with considerable psychological
 determinism, one of the two elements of the novel often, seen as
 portents of naturalism. He
 
describes Ned’s father, John Westlock, as “a  
worthy man driven by a fiend with whip and lash, always sullenly
 protesting, but never able to resist the evil which was bred into his
 nature.”4 At another point, Jo Erring says of himself, “I am low and
 despicable in spite of all I 
can
 do.”5 Commenting on these passages,  
Charles W. Mayer writes, “In Howe’s world men
 
are not guided by their  
rational minds. They are driven by something deeper—in the bones,
 perhaps—that thwarts understanding and judgment” (27). Such is
 certainly the case with John Westlock, whose driven nature makes him
 the most memorable character in the book; but in the case of Jo Erring,
 the psychological determinism is 
less
 certain. Jo insists that he can do 
nothing to change his inner compulsion, but he is hardly a reliable
 commentator on 
his
 situation, for it has made him “desperate” and  
“unjointed” (266). Ned, who serves as 
a
 mouthpiece for the author  
through much of the book, has 
a
 less absolute opinion of Jo’s  
compulsion. At first, he 
thinks
 that Jo “ had fairly expressed it when he  
said he could do nothing else 
than
 murder Clinton Bragg” (307), but  
upon reflection Ned changes his mind. Ned comes to believe that
 
Jo’s  
actions arose not from unalterable urges, but from an over-idealized
 view of marriage, and he also comes to believe that he could have
 reconciled Jo and his wife had he been more willing to involve himself
 in their troubles. 
He
 laments near the end of the book, “I can write  
nothing...of the horror I felt when I knew that all this misery had been
 unnecessary” (340).
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In addition to the strong element of psychological determinism in
 
John Westlock’s character and the lesser element in Jo Erring’s
 character, the book also contains a measure of environmental
 determinism—the second category under which anticipations of
 naturalism are identified. Fairview is “a place which made all the men
 surly and rough, and the women pale and fretful,” Ned tells us, adding
 later, “There was never a happy 
man
 in Fairview” (8, 88). The people  
in Twin Mounds fare no better, for “there were no friendships among
 them, and they all hated each other in secret, there being much quiet
 satisfaction when one of them failed” (195). Howe’s north Missouri
 countryside is a brutalizing environment: “The people were all
 overworked, and I 
still
 remember how the pale, unhappy women spoke  
in low and trembling 
tones
 at the experience meetings of heavy crosses  
to bear, and sat 
down
 crying as though their hearts were breaking,” Ned  
recalls (36).6 Most critics agree that this revaluation of the myth of
 rural virtue is The Story of a Country Town's most noteworthy
 attribute. James Folsom, for example, 
writes:
The harshness of the external environment not only makes
 
happiness impossible in the country town, but brings out
 the worst qualities of character in its inhabitants.... Howe
 presents his story by giving, first of all, a statement of the
 ideal of the agrarian utopia. The rest of the novel holds
 this ideal up to the actual facts of rural life, and as the
 novel progresses the ideal is shown to be at variance with
 these facts and hence unreal and unattainable.7
But as in the case of psychological determinism, Howe retreats from
 
making environmental determinism a consistent operating principle for
 the novel; for each character crushed and brutalized by his or her
 environment, another character rises from the same surroundings to
 overcome
 
it.
Primary among these characters are Ned and Agnes. Ned’s
 environmental circumstances are identical to those of the unfortunate
 Jo; together they “went out with [John Westlock] every 
day
 and came  
back only with the darkness” (23). If anything, Agnes’s upbringing 
is even worse. She grows up with her
 
mother, an insane hag; her  uncle, a  
lazy hypocrite; her aunt, a bizarre recluse; 
and
 eight neurotic nieces and  
nephews o  a farm that
 
is “rotting away for  lack of care and use” (62).  
Despite all this, Ned and Agnes grow up to be normal, to marry
 happily, and to become prosperous, even though “the only resident of
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Twin Mounds who ever distinguished himself ran away with a circus
 
and never came back” (143).
Besides Ned and Agnes, several minor characters also overcome
 
their environments. Agnes’s hired man, Big Adam, becomes “contented
 and fortunate” despite having come from a family of vagrants and
 outlaws, and two of the neighbor families, the jolly Meeks and the
 thieving Winters, grow into “very prosperous and very
 contented... honorable
 and
 worthy citizens” in defiance of their different  
backgrounds (346). In addition to this positive evidence that
 environment does not unalterably shape character, there is some
 negative evidence, in the form of frequent intimations that the failures
 of Fairview and Twin Mounds are more 
the 
result of laziness or moral  
weakness than an overwhelming environment. During his happy times
 as a successful miller, Jo Erring tells 
Ned:
 “Others might have been  
equally
 
prosperous had they denied themselves and  worked as hard  as I  
have done....The vagrants who idle in the shadow of my buildings say
 that I am ‘lucky,’ but they
 
are incapable of understanding the work I  do”  
(292).
Plainly, then, The Story of a Country Town is informed by the
 
deterministic views that later came to dominate American naturalism,
 but does not make consistent use of them. At some points the novel
 supports C. E. Schorer’s thesis that “Howe 
seems
 to have been under  
the Tainian influence...namely that character is largely a
 
configuration  
of environment,” but at other points characters have distinctly non-
 deterministic abilities to alter and triumph over their environments.8
 Again, some characters appear to be prisoners of their psychological
 makeup, while others have no such shackles. Part of this uncertainty
 may be attributed to Howe’s superficial grasp of the intellectual bases
 of literary naturalism; although his newspaper columns show that he
 was familiar with Darwin popularizers such 
as
 Robert G. Ingersoll,  
they give no evidence that he had read Darwin himself, or for that
 matter Spencer or 
Sumner.
 Moreover, while Howe is known to have  
read at least two of Zola’s novels, Nana and Pot-Bouille, his favorite
 author was Dickens; as his biographer, S. J. Sackett, observes,
 “ingenuity quails at the challenge of finding a specific incident or
 character in The Story of a Country Town which betrays his
 discipleship to Zola
 
in the way that  Agnes Deming can be traced to the  
influence
 
of Dickens.”9
So we return to our opening question—the placement of The Story
 of 
a
 Country Town in our literary household. I think it is clear that  
what social theory there is in the novel is unsystematic and muddy at
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best; rather than a Darwinistic survival of the fittest, it seems to
 
endorse
 
a survival of the nicest. The reason that  we remember  it as an  
attack on
 
rural life is that those passages are by far  the most memorable  
in
 
the novel; but they are not necessarily the passages Howe intended us  
to remember, for he was fonder of
 
recalling the book as a love story 
between Ned and 
Agnes.
 I prefer to think of The Story of a Country  
Town as a novel of sensation that
 
uses social criticism to legitimize its 
essentially sentimental impulse. This kind
 
of work  is quite  common in  
American literature,
 
and I do not mean to imply that we should exclude  
the novel from appreciation; indeed we can see the same impulse at
 work in The Quaker City, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Sister Carrie, and many
 others—one might add The World According to Garp and The Color
 Purple.
Genre theorist Alistair Fowler, in his recent Kinds of Literature,
 
reminds us that the labels of literary history are inevitably relational,
 not 
absolute;
 they are  spectacles through which  an  individual work may  
be
 
viewed, and the qualities of the work that will be  brought into focus  
depend upon which spectacles are chosen.10 In emphasizing the
 
pre-  
naturalistic elements of Country Town, critics are choosing to view the
 novel 
from
 the standpoint of its immediate successors; other insights  
can be gained by viewing it from the perspective of its immediate
 predecessors, 
thereby
 seeing  it as a sentimental romance  that is undercut  
by Howe’s awareness of social and economic
 
reality, or (as I did in the  
previous
 
paragraph) by viewing it through the slightly more distancing  
lens of its participation in a familiar
 
American literary habit.11
Indeed, if The Story of a Country 
Town
 was an opening  shot in the  
revolt against the village, it was also Howe’s last shot in that battle.
 His remaining novels are thoroughly sentimental melodramas, one of
 which—A
 
Man Story (1888)—resurrects Jo Erring’s impossible theory  
about the inviolability of first love, a theory that Howe’s son recalls
 his father espousing in all seriousness.12 Far from continuing his
 inquiry into the stultifying effects of rural life, Howe became a small
­town booster nonpareil, “a five-cent Carnegie,” as Wilbur
 
L. Schramm  
puts it (10), writing 
books
 with such titles as The Blessing of Business  
and founding the “Don’t Worry Club” of Atchison, Kansas, his home
 for the remaining 
sixty
 years of his life.13 In its odd, uneasy mixture  
of harshness and sentiment, of new ideas and old impulses, The Story
 of a Country
 
Town stands as a parallel of its author’s Ufe.
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NOTES
1 Alfred Kazin, On Native Grounds (New York, 1942), 
p.
 36;  
Vernon L. Parrington, The Beginnings of Critical Realism in
 America 1860-1920 (New York, 1930), p. 
377.
2The novel’s early reception has been chronicled in C. 
E. Schorer, “Mark Twain
’
s Criticism of The Story of a Country  
Town” AL 27 (1955), 109-112; James B. Stronks, “William Dean
 Howells, Ed Howe, and The Story of a Country Town” AL 29
 (1958), 473-478; Brom Weber, “Introduction,” The Story of a
 Country Town (New York, 1964); and, detailing the Howe-Garland
 connection, Lars Ahnebrink, The Beginnings of Naturalism in
 American Literature (Upsala; Cambridge, Mass., 1950).
3Perhaps the clearest example of this emphasis 
is
 Charles W. 
Mayer’s “Realizing ‘A Whole order of Things
’
: E. W. Howe’s The  
Story of a Country Town” WAL, 11 (1976), 23-36. In an
 admirably sensitive reading of the John Westlock and Jo Erring
 stories, Mayer completely ignores the story of Ned Westlock.
 Other critical studies that emphasize the novel
’
s connection to  
naturalism include 
C.
 E. Schorer, “Growing Up with the Country, ” 
Midwest Journal 6 (1954), 12-26; and S. J. Sackett, E. W. Howe
 (New York, 1972). Ahnebrink insists that the novel belongs to
 the tradition of realism, not naturalism, but this position is the
 exception.
4Edgar Watson Howe, The Story of a Country Town (1883; Rpt.
 
Cambridge, Mass., 1961), p. 277. All further references to this
 book will be to this edition; page numbers will be given in
 parentheses.
5Mayer, 27.
6Despite the fact that the setting of Howe’s novel corresponds
 
in precise detail to Howe
’
s boyhood home of Harrison County,  
Missouri (see Sackett, 45-47), a surprising number of writers
 assume that the novel is set in Kansas, the state with which Howe
 is most firmly associated (no state 
is
 specified in the book). Most  
notable among these writers are Parrington and Ima Herron, in her
 The Small Town in American Fiction (Durham, 1939). Marjorie
 Greenbie, in American Saga (New York, 1939), manages somehow
 to locate the novel in Iowa.
7James K. Folsom, The American Western Novel (New Haven,
 
1966), pp. 178-179.
8Schorer, “Growing Up,” 17.
9Sackett, 72-73.
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10Alistair Fowler, Kinds of Literature: An Introduction to the
 
Theory of Genres and Modes (Cambridge, Mass., 1982), 
p.
 164.
11 In a brief discussion of Howe in his Virgin Land: The
 
American West As Symbol and Myth (Cambridge, Mass., 1950),
 pp. 244-246, Henry Nash Smith does examine Country Town in
 relation to its predecessors rather than its successors. John
 William Ward takes a similar tack in his “Afterword” to the NAL
 edition of the novel (New York, 1964). Both discussions,
 however, are short.
12Gene Howe, 
“
My Father Was the Most Wretchedly Unhappy  
Man I Ever Knew,” Saturday Evening Post, 25 October 1941, p.
 25.
13Wilbur L. Schramm, “Ed Howe versus Time,” Saturday Review
 
of Literature, 5 February 1938, 10. Details of Howe’s later life and
 reading habits are from Sackett, pp. 28-29 and 108-122.
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